The Urgent Need for Education in the Control of Cancer.
By JOSEPH E. ADAMS, M.S., F.R.C.S. I OUGHT, perhaps, at the outset to offer a word of explanation as to how I came to find myself in this position. In September of last year I wrote a letter to the Lancet, under the heading " Cancer and the Public," in which I suggested that the time had come when a more determined effort ought to be made to let the public, that is the potential sufferers, know what is known about cancer and how it may be recognized; that although no one knows its cause, there are ways of curing cancer. I further suggested that a Society for the Control of Cancer, similar to those in existence for fighting tuberculosis and venereal disease, ought to be established. The title of my letter was borrowed from the lay press; the society would be a copy of one which already exists, and is very active, in America. I lay no claim to originality, but I trust I can put before you an idea as to how this desirable work of propaganda can be begun.
But first it is essential to know that the medical profession is of opinion that it should be done, therefore I thank you in advance for coming to this meeting so that a clear view may be expressed.
One of the characteristics of our profession is that whilst it has a body and a truly great soul, it possesses no actual head. It supports a number of societies and associations each with somewhat different functions. I hope I shall not give offence to anyone, and I am sure I shall not offend my audience, if I say that the Royal Society of Medicine represents the intelligence of the medical profession. Let us hope that what Lancashire is said to be to political England, No. 1, Wimpole Street is to the practitioners of medicine. Nothing that I suggest ought to be done unless, and until, the medical profession as a whole approves of it. I do not anticipate active opposition, but there is a worse enemy, and that is apathy.
That cancer is on the increase, that it has ceased to confine its attentions to the middle-aged or old, that it accounts for one in every thousand deaths recorded in England and Wales by the Registrar-General, are facts well known to you. Another melancholy fact is that we know very little more about its MY-OL 1 * [March 13, 1923. causation in man than we did twenty years ago. Does all this mean that we are powerless against man's strongest pathological enemy? Does it not rather suggest that we must try new methods? We know that the majority of patients whom we encounter either in private or public practice come to us too late for a reasonable chance of cure. Sometimes we are moved to ask the patient why he or she did not come before. This is really an ingenious dodge for putting the blame on to innocent shoulders. We have not encouraged patients to come sooner. We have not proved that cancer is a curable disease. We have not taught them what are the danger signals. And our chief excuse is that we do not know enough about it. Yet we do know of many conditions that predispose to cancer, and, without treading on controversial ground, I think I may mention syphilis, chronic degenerative mastitis, and unhealed lacerations of the uterine cervix. Are these conditions treated as energetically as their relationship to cancer demands ?
Of women, as you know, cancer takes a heavier toll than of men. Their generative organs are peculiarly liable to attack. In a sort of subconscious way they know this and they appear to accept it as the curse of Eve. Bravely indeed do they submit to mutilating operations, but surely these could be minimized if only every woman aged over 40 knew that a lump in her breast is ten times more likely to be malignant than simple. In my experience a woman with a lump in her breast thinks it means nothing unless it is painful. Conversely, a woman with a painful breast makes light of it until she finds a lump. This accounts for the fact that the average duration of history, at any rate, amongst hospital patients, in cases of carcinoma of breast is at least six months. What appalling ignorance this reveals! What a terrible handicap to successful treatment! Middle-aged men are apt to think that indigestion and piles are the inevitable result of a sedentary life, and that a holiday, a bottle of medicine, or a few pills will certainly put them right. Have not some of us been guilty of aiding and abetting this error by treating patients without a thorough examination ? Has not the comfortable diagnosis of piles been made too often where a rectal examination would have proved the presence of a growth in the bowel as the source of bleeding, or the primary cause of symptomatic piles ? Surely by this time it ought to be recognized by the public that treatment without examination is not worth paying for, and by the medical profession that it is not worth carrying out. Of course if investigation is declined by the patient he or she alone is responsible. I might multiply these examples, but to me it is clear that the public need enlightenment and the medical profession encouragement. Both should recognize that diagnosis must precede treatment.
It is far from my intention to decry the work of scientific research, and I think one is justified in assuming that the discovery of the cause of cancer will be made. How, and under what circumstances, no man can at present tell. Much knowledge has already been accumulated by our Imperial Cancer Research Fund and I do not believe that a penny of their money has been wasted, or a minute of their time. In experimental cancer undoubtedly considerable advance in knowledge has been made within the last few months.
But because we are unable as yet to tackle cancer on the large scale is it any reason why we should not attempt to do so in a small way ? How CAN CANCER EDUCATION BE C:ONDUCTED? In order to consider this aspect of the question it is necessary to give some details of the American Society for the Control of Cancer, and to judge how far their methods are appropriate in Great Britain. This society was founded in New York on May 22, 1913, at a meeting of delegates appointed by the principal medical societies of the United States, together with a number of prominent citizens, who were convinced of the need of a national organization " to disseminate knowledge concerning the symptoms, diagnosis, treatment and prevention of cancer, to investigate the conditions under which cancer is found, and to compile statistics in regard thereto." The movers in the matter were the American Gynaecological Society. Active work began in January of 1914. The personnel of the Society includes names which are well known and respected on both sides of the Atlantic: William Keen, Joseph Bloodgood, William Mayo; also George Armstrong, of Montreal, just to mention a few. The movement is not therefore limited to the United States.
During the war the work of the society was damped down, but after 1918 Dr. Charles A. Powers,' a well-known surgeon of Denver, . Colorado, was appointed President and he has made things move with rapidity. Having retired from active practice he devotes himself entirely to this work. Every State now has its organization with a leading doctor as chairman, and the branches act as liaison agencies between scientific investigators of cancer problems and local social communities; they are popularizers of science in this respect. They issue pamphlets concerning cancer clothed in language that the man in the street can understand, and they distribute these leaflets broadcast by means of committees and health workers. Lectures are also given, and one of their proudest achievements was a " National Cancer Week " conducted throughout the United States from October 30 to November 5, in 1921. Six hundred thousand persons were then lectured to and several thousand were reached by short addresses in churches and theatres. No less than five million pieces of literature were distributed and the newspapers and magazines were pressed into service. Advertisements by posters, and films in picture palaces, were also employed; in fact, no means of reaching the public ear appears to have been neglected. At least ten million persons are supposed to have received information of the vital facts of cancer control during this short period of seven days. A second " Cancer Week " was held in November of last year. This work is carried on in co-operation with State and City Health Departments and the American Red Cross Society. Literature on the subject is gladly posted to any person on request. All this costs money and apparently the sinews of war are obtained entirely from voluntary donations and subscriptions.
America has been called the " land of the dollar," but is it not also the "land of brains " ? We have borrowed the dollars and are now struggling to repay the loan. We have a call on the brains without the same obligation. Nothing would delight the Americans more than that we should imitate them, and I imagine that they are very susceptible to this form of flattery. In this country it is a good and valid reason for the performance of a surgical operation to say that that operation is done in Rochester, Minnesota. Would it not be a good reason for cancer education to say that it is done all over America ? CANCEROPHOBIA. So far I have said nothing about one obvious objection to wide dissemination of knowledge of cancer. This objection is that if people's minds are so agitated there will be many who imagine that they have cancer without any justification; that their state may be worse than that of the sufferers from the disease itself. As a proof of this I am told that syphilophobia is a truly direful disease. It may be, but is there not a moral reason for this which would be entirely absent with regard to cancer? I have the authority of Dr. Powers, the President of the American Society, for stating that cancerophobia is not a serious trouble, and that in his own city of Denver, Colorado, which has been thoroughly instructed, cancerophobia hardly exists.
WHAT HAS BEEN DONE IN THIS COUNTRY.
Even in this country some work has been done along the lines I am suggesting, and seventeen years ago a book was published by Mr. Childe entitled " The Control of a Scourge. How Cancer can be Cured." As he is to open the discussion, I must not anticipate, but he tells me that the publishers are asking for a second edition, so there is one indication that the time is opportune for cancer education. Medical officers of health in various parts of the country are endeavouring to inform the public, and pamphlets are being issued from various hospitals. These efforts are most praiseworthy, but they can only succeed in reaching a very small proportion of those who are exposed to the danger of malignant disease. Remember that one in every thousand dies of the disease annually in England and Wales; the incidence must be far greater than the mortality.
It must have been apparent to all of you that the lay Press is also anxious to inform its readers on health topics. Sometimes it does so in a discreet and useful fashion, but its efforts require scientific direction.
WHAT CAN BE DONE. My original suggestion was that we ought to have a Society for the Control of Cancer, similar to that working, by every conceivable means, in America. I recognize, however, that we are a poor country at the present time, and such a society may be a luxury which we can ill afford. Fortunately there is machinery at hand which can be utilized for the purpose. We have with us this afternoon the heads of the British Red Cross Society. I refer to Sir Arthur Stanley and Sir Napier Burnett. Now these two gentlemen have kindly come here this afternoon, and, convinced as they are of the potential value of the work, they are prepared to help in every possible way, provided the doctors want the work done. One of the charms of the British Red Cross Society is that it has money, and I can conceive of no better peace time occupation than that .of helping to fight cancer. This society has an organization by which it can reach a large portion of the public by lecture, by instruction in classes, and by pamphlet. To include the dissemination of knowledge of cancer and its early signs and dangers would not be difficult. They have people who could translate our heavy scientific verbiage into commonplace everyday language, and they are ready to do so, and to broadcast the result.
All that is really needed to set this useful machinery in motion is willingness on the part of the medical profession, and a specific body of them who are prepared to act as a standing committee pledged to supply facts with regard to cancer which will help to educate, when put in a form which the public can grasp.
As a practical outcome of this meeting I hope such a committee, and it should be a small committee of real live people, will be formed. It is essential that it should act impersonally, and I think the choice of the personnel might well be left to the Council of the Royal Society of Medicine. One of the things to be avoided is any appearance of even "oblique advertisement." I regard this new phrase as a rather unfortunate invention, but we must be circumspect, and the pact between the committee and the Red Cross Society should be that nothing be published except with the imprimatur of the committee, and that all names should be withheld except that of the Royal Society of Medicine.
MINISTRY OF HEALTH AND INSURANCE SOCIETIES.
There are just two other points I should like to touch upon. The first is that one might naturally suppose that the Ministry of Health might help in such a good cause. I imagine that it would, at least by its blessing, if only we can establish the goodness of the cause. Secondly, there are financial interests that would benefit by anything done to lessen the incidence of cancer. I refer to the life assurance companies. Surely, if it pays the fire insurance companies to run a salvage corps, it should be worth while for life assurance societies to assist in the salvage of human lives, and these companies might see that it is to their advantage that such public education should be carried on. The start, however, must be made by those who know the dangers of delay, and who believe in the value of instruction. Above all, let us not wait until the Registrar-General's figures reach a total of fifty thousand deaths per annum.
With your permission, Mr. President, I should like in due course to propose the following resolutions: PROPOSED RESOLUTIONS.
(1) That it is desirable that the public should be given more information as to the early signs of cancer and the prospects of cure by immediate treatment.
(2) That the British Red Cross Society should be asked to conduct this publicity campaign by means of lectures and pamphlets.
(3) That the Council of the Royal Society of Medicine be requested by this meeting to nominate a Standing Committee to supply information to the British Red Cross Society suitable for wide dissemination and the education of the public.
Dr. LAPTHORN SMITH seconded the adoption of the resolutions which were duly carried.
